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OBITUARY — G. ALAN SOLEM 


AN AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTIVE 
By W.F. Ponder and J. Stanisic 


One of the greatest malacologists the world has known, Alan Solem, died of a heart 
attack, on the 26th February, 1990, 58 years of age. He was, without question, the 
most productive malacologist in the last two decades, having published over 150 
papers, books and monographs. 


George Alan Solem was born on 2Ist July, 1931 in Chicago, Illinois. He 
obtained his Bachelor of Science degree at Haverford College, Pennsylvania in 
1952, and Master of Arts (1954) and Doctor of Philosophy (1956) degrees at the 
University of Michigan under Dr Henry van der Schalie. His Ph.D. thesis was on 
the non-marine molluscs of the New Hebrides (as it was then). He was appointed 
Assistant Curator of Lower Invertebrates in the Field Museum of Natural History 
in 1957, and then promoted to Curator in 1959. He was made Curator of 
Invertebrates in 1971, a position he held to his death. At the time of his death he was 
Curator and Head of the Division of Invertebrates. He was made an honorary life 
member of the Malacological Society of Australia in 1987 (see Australian Shell 
News, 59-60 (Dec. 1987), p. 2) and was a member of many other professional 
societies. He is survived by his wife and two children, Andy and Kirsten, by a 
previous marriage. 


Alan was not only well known and highly respected in malacological circles but 
the man and his work were widely known and appreciated by scientists in many 
other disciplines in Australia and elsewhere. The findings in his work have major 
implications for biogeography and evolutionary biology. He was always looking at 
situations and problems trying to see the “larger picture” — as well as applying his 
keen intellect to solving the problems of how species form, survive in desert 
conditions etc, 


In the twelve months before his death he suffered some serious setbacks, not the 
least of which was having several grant proposals turned down by the National 
Science Foundation which, up to that time had been funding his work 
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continuously for 14 years. Alan, however obtained private donations to keep his 
illustrator, Linnea Lahlum, working. Linnea had worked with Alan for more than 
10 years. She is currently finishing illustrations for part V11 of his land snail studies 
with funding only expected to last a few weeks. Alan’s monumental works on 
Australian land snails has had a profound impact on the way we think about our 
land snail fauna. His first trip to Australia was part of a four month tour including 
the Pacific Islands and New Zealand in 1961-62. He returned in 1965 on another 
tour but his first major involvement with Australian land snails commenced when 
he took his first real look at Western Australian land snails, nearly 10 years later, 
during a visit to Perth in 1974. He was so intrigued by the research possibilities that 
he successfully sought grant funding and returned in 1975 for field work and 
further study (see Australian Shell News, 17 (Jan. 1977), p. 5). He had eight major 
field trips to Australia over the last 14 years. During this time Alan studied, 
collected and monographed the camaenid land snails of the western two thirds of 
Australia, those of the Kimberley being of special significance. In addition his 
research grants funded collectors such as Laurie Price from New Zealand, Vince 
Kessner from the Northern Territory and Fred Aslin from South Australia to 
collect material for his projects. Representative collections of material, and types, 
resulting from Alan’s projects have been deposited in the appropriate state 
museums. 


His work not only encompassed the description of new taxa but endeavoured to 
answer questions regarding their biology, evolution and biogeography. Much of 
the taxonomic work was published in several large monographs but the synthetic 
results which all this was to provide a firm basis for, are largely unrealised. A major 
electrophoretic program was planned to test the taxonomy established and he also 
had planned to work on the biogeography and phylogeny of camaenids world 
wide, in part to try to establish the relationships of the Australian groups. 


His last field trip to Australia was in May and June, 1989, collecting from 
Geraldton to Port Hedland. He also spent some time on the south coast collecting 
Bothriembryon, as this group was to be his next project after completing the 
camaenids. We quote from Alan’s Christmas letter concerning this trip “Assistant 
Vickie Huff, a climbing fool with a high energy level, was a “natural” at spotting live 
snails, and happily encountering desert thorns, tent collapsing wind storms, 
mosquitoes, the famed Aussie flies, two floods, and some near freezing weather. 
Some 9,000 km of driving was required to get the material, which we then packed 
and tried to ship. Was that a lesson in frustration. Between the stupidity of the 
Australian and United States bureaucrats, it took nearly a month to get the 
specimens from Perth to San Diego (to Dave Woodruffs laboratory) — and there 
they sit, because Woodruffs lab has been shut down because of failed grant 
proposals!”. 


Field work with Alan was hardly a culinary delight — he ate nothing but tinned 
meat, salt biscuits and potatoes, hating anything vegetable. Despite this diet and his 
girth he managed surprisingly well in even very rough country, although he did 
slow down in some of his later trips, having acquired diabetes and a bad foot. 
Although he liked to see the snails in the field he did not enjoy camping and being 
outdoors — he regarded himself as a city person — the outdoor experience was a 
necessary evil to do the job well. 


His works included a large number of publications which, either directly or 
indirectly, dealt with Australia’s land snails. Alan’s first major treatise, on the 
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non-marine molluscs of the New Hebrides (Solem, 1959a), attempted to place the 
Australian snails into a global biogeographic context. A number of small papers on 
Australian taxa followed (Solem, 1959b, 1964a, 1973a). Further indications that 
his work was assuming an Australian emphasis came with the publication of “The 
Shellmakers” in 1974. This ‘popular’ introduction to the phylum Mollusca 
included many references to Australian species. 


During the 1960s Alan produced two of his finest works on the non-marine 
molluscs. These were the two volumes on the endodontoid land snails of the Pacific 
Islands (Solem 1976, 1983b). Following in the footsteps of those revered American 
terrestrial malacologists, H.A. Pilsbry and H.B. Baker, he set new standards in 
molluscan systematics through his meticulous and comprehensive approach. The 
second volume of the set, which revised the Pacific Basin Charopidae, provided the 
basis for reviewing the large Australian charopid fauna and included descriptions 
and anatomical illustrations of several Australian species. 


In spite of the excellent illustrations which formed the basis of the endodontoid 
study, Alan was regretful that the scanning electron microscope (SEM) only came 
to the fore as a research tool when this major project was coming to an end. Alan 
immediately realised the potential of the SEM as an aid to the description of shell 
surface features and radular characteristics, and in two short technical papers 
(Solem 1970a, 1972a) he established the SEM as an integral part of the 
malacologist’s ‘tool kit’. His subsequent publications on molluscan systematics 
bear testimony to his reliance on the SEM. 


Alan’s first major publication devoted entirely to Australian land snails reviewed 
a number of genera in the helicoidean family Camaenidae (Solem, 1979c). This was 
to herald the beginning of a 12 year publication sequence on the Australian 
Camaenidae (Solem 198la, 1981b, 1984b, 1985b, 1988a, 1989b, in press A-C) 
which reviewed 356 species in 51 genera. Most of these taxa were new (234 species, 
24 genera) and their description demonstrated the existence of an extensive arid 
zone land snail radiation in Australia. Alan was always one to make the most of an 
opportunity and numerous ‘spin-off papers also appeared. These included minor 
contributions to the systematics of the Charopidae (Solem, 1984a) and 
Helicarionidae (Solem, 1982a) as well as a larger paper on the pupilloid groups 
(Solem 1986a). In addition he expounded on some wider biological issues (Solem 
1985a, 1988b; Solem and Christensen, 1984). Ironically, his last major paper on 
Australian Mollusca to appear at the time of writing was the review of the 
non-camaenid taxa of northern Australia (Solem 1989a). However, in retrospect, 
this publication, which placed numerous Australian taxa into a more universal 
context, completed a circle begun back in 1959. 


Alan was particularly interested in the wider biological aspects of evolution and 
biogeography (Solem, 1969a; 1979a; 1979b; 1981c) and it is indeed unfortunate 
that his untimely passing has meant that the final synthesis of his studies on the 
Australian Camaenidae will remain unfinished. Nevertheless, numerous papers 
still in press and in various stages of preparation, which include studies on more 
arid zone Camaenidae, the Subulinidae, the south west Australian Charopidae and 
east Australian Austrochloritis s.l., together with several biogeographical studies, 
will ensure that Alan Solem’s influence in Australian malacology is alive for some 
time yet. 


We will sorely miss him — Alan was not just a colleague and a highly stimulating 
_ visitor but a valued friend. 


W.F. Ponder and J. Stanisic 
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